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INTRODUCTION: THE VISUAL HEART OF A MODERN
CLASSIC

When  Disney  released  Moana  in  2016,  audiences  were
immediately captivated by a story that felt  both timeless and
refreshingly  new.  Yet  beyond  the  heartfelt  narrative  and
memorable  music,  what  truly  set  the  film  apart  was  its
breathtaking visual language. The Art Of Moana represents a
monumental  achievement  in  animation,  blending  traditional
hand-drawn sensibilities with cutting-edge computer graphics to
create a world that feels alive, sacred, and deeply connected to
the Pacific Islands. From the shimmering expanse of the ocean to
the intricate tattoos on Maui's body, every frame of the film is a
testament  to  the  power  of  artistic  collaboration.  This  article
explores the creative journey behind the film, examining how the
artists,  designers,  and  cultural  advisors  shaped  a  visual
masterpiece  that  continues  to  inspire.

THE CULTURAL FOUNDATION: RESEARCH AND
RESPECT

Before a single brushstroke was made, the creative team at Walt
Disney  Animation  Studios  embarked  on  an  unprecedented
research journey. Directors John Musker and Ron Clements, along
with key artists, traveled to Fiji, Samoa, Tahiti, and other islands
of  the  South  Pacific.  This  was  not  a  superficial  fact-finding
mission; it was an immersive experience designed to absorb the
spirit,  traditions,  and  living  culture  of  Oceania.  The  resulting
artwork  in  The  Art  Of  Moana  reflects  this  deep  respect.  The
artists did not simply copy patterns or motifs;  they sought to
understand the meaning behind them. The ocean, for example, is
not  just  a  body  of  water  in  the  film.  It  is  a  character,  a  living
entity with personality and purpose. This conceptual leap came
directly from listening to island elders who spoke of the ocean as
a sacred, animate force. The visual development team translated
this oral tradition into a liquid character that dances, guides, and
protects.

Collaborating with the
Oceanic Trust
A  crucial  element  in  the  development  of  the  film  was  the
formation  of  the  Oceanic  Trust,  a  group  of  anthropologists,
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cultural  practitioners,  historians,  and linguists from across the
Pacific. They worked side-by-side with the artists to ensure every
visual  detail—from  the  weave  of  a  mat  to  the  shape  of  a
canoe—was authentic. This collaboration is evident throughout
The  Art  Of  Moana  book  and  the  film  itself.  The  proa,  the
traditional outrigger canoe, was redesigned multiple times until it
reflected not just the correct historical design but also the sense
of pride and craftsmanship that Polynesian voyagers hold. The
result is that the film's visuals are not merely decorative; they are
educational and reverent.

VISUAL DEVELOPMENT: FROM CONCEPT TO SCREEN

The art department for Moana was vast, employing some of the
most talented concept artists, illustrators, and designers in the
industry.  Their task was monumental:  create an entire ocean,
dozens  of  islands,  unique  flora,  and  characters  that  felt  both
mythical and grounded. Early concept art shows a wide range of
exploration, from hyper-realistic landscapes to stylized, almost
painterly  interpretations.  The  final  look  of  the  film  settled  on  a
beautiful balance. The environments are lush and detailed, but
there is a distinct graphic quality to the character designs. This
hybrid  style  is  one  of  the  hallmarks  of  The Art  Of  Moana,
allowing  for  emotional  expression  in  the  characters  while
maintaining  the  grandeur  of  the  natural  world.

The Character of the Ocean
Arguably the most significant artistic challenge was creating the
ocean  itself.  Water  is  notoriously  difficult  to  animate  in  a
believable way, but the team wanted more than realism. They
wanted  the  ocean  to  have  a  personality.  The  final  design  treats
the  ocean  as  a  fluid,  translucent  being  with  soft,  glowing
highlights. It interacts with Moana not as a force of nature, but as
a playful, wise, and sometimes mischievous friend. The artists
used a combination of particle simulations, dynamic lighting, and
hand-animated gestures to achieve this. In The Art Of Moana,
you can see early sketches where the ocean is given human-like
poses and expressions, a technique that helped the animators
treat it as a character rather than an effect.

CHARACTER DESIGN: THE HEROES OF THE STORY

The character  designs  in  Moana  are  a  masterclass  in  visual
storytelling.  Every  detail,  from  the  shape  of  a  character's
silhouette to the patterns on their clothing, tells us something
about  who  they  are.  The  designers  drew  heavily  from  real
Polynesian  art,  but  they  also  introduced stylized  elements  to
ensure the characters were readable and appealing on screen.

Moana: The Chosen
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Daughter
Moana herself is a departure from previous Disney princesses.
She is strong, determined, and deeply connected to her people.
Her  design reflects  her  journey.  Early  in  the  film,  she wears  the
warm, earthy tones of her village, with a soft, flowing dress that
grounds her to the land. As she embarks on her voyage, her
silhouette becomes sleeker, more practical for sailing. Her hair is
wild  and untamed,  a  visual  metaphor  for  her  free spirit.  The
artists  paid  particular  attention  to  her  face,  giving  her  large,
expressive eyes that convey intelligence and courage. In The Art
Of Moana,  you can see the iterative sketches that show the
team refining her features to strike the perfect balance between
youthful innocence and burgeoning leadership.

Maui: The Demigod of Many
Forms
Maui  presented  a  different  challenge.  He  is  a  demigod,  larger
than life, and covered in tattoos that tell his own story. His design
is intentionally broad and powerful,  with a massive chest and
strong limbs that convey his superhuman strength. But the true
artistic genius of Maui's design lies in his animated tattoos. Mini
Maui, the small tattoo version of the demigod, acts as a kind of
conscience or narrator. This was a direct nod to the traditional art
of tattooing in Polynesian culture, where symbols and patterns
carry  deep  personal  and  historical  significance.  The  animation

team had to develop a whole new system to allow the tattoos to
move independently on Maui's skin, creating a living canvas that
enriches every scene.

Te Kā and Te Fiti: The Dual
Faces of Nature
The  character  of  Te  Kā,  the  fire  demon,  and  Te  Fiti,  the  earth
mother, represent one of the most striking visual contrasts in the
film.  Te  Kā  is  a  towering  figure  of  molten  rock  and  fire,  with  a
jagged,  menacing  silhouette.  Her  design  is  angular  and
aggressive, with glowing cracks that pulse like a volcano. Te Fiti,
on the other  hand,  is  soft,  rounded,  and organic,  with  green
foliage  and  glowing  light  emanating  from  her  form.  The
transformation from Te Kā back to Te Fiti is a stunning visual
moment,  made  possible  by  meticulous  planning  in  the  art
department. The concept artists had to design both forms so that
they shared a fundamental structure, allowing the animation to
transition seamlessly from destruction to creation.

ENVIRONMENTS AND WORLD-BUILDING

The world of Moana is vast and varied, from the small, coral-
rimmed island of  Motunui  to the surreal  realm of  Lalotai,  the
realm  of  monsters.  Each  environment  was  designed  with  a
distinct color palette, lighting scheme, and level of detail. The
team used a technique called volumetric lighting to create the
feeling  of  a  real,  living  world.  Light  filters  through  the  jungle
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canopy, reflects off the ocean surface, and casts long shadows at
sunset.

The Island of Motunui
Motunui is depicted as a paradise, but not an unrealistic one. The
artists  based  the  island  on  real  locations  in  the  South  Pacific,
studying the specific shapes of palm trees, the colors of the sand,
and the structure of village huts. The island is lush and vibrant,
with a sense of community woven into every corner. The village
itself is organized around a central gathering area, with homes
that feature raised platforms and thatched roofs. In The Art Of
Moana, you can see how the artists balanced visual beauty with
cultural accuracy, ensuring that the island felt like a real place
where people lived and worked.

The Restless Ocean
The open ocean is the setting for much of the film, and the artists
had  to  make  sure  it  never  became  boring.  They  created  a
dynamic  seascape  with  waves  of  different  sizes,  colors,  and
moods. Calm waters are rendered in soft blues and greens, while
stormy seas are dark, churning, and menacing. The ocean also
features in the film's most magical sequences, such as the "Song
of the Ancestors" scene, where bioluminescent creatures light up
the water in a dazzling display.  This sequence required close
collaboration  between  the  lighting  and  effects  departments  to
create  something  that  felt  both  natural  and  supernatural.

THE COLOR PALETTE OF THE PACIFIC

One of the most discussed aspects of The Art Of Moana is its
use  of  color.  The  film is  drenched  in  warm,  saturated  hues  that
evoke  the  tropics.  Teal,  turquoise,  coral,  and  golden  yellow
dominate the palette, and the artists used color to communicate
emotion and theme. Moana's dress shifts from earthy brown to
vibrant red as she grows into her role as a leader. Maui's skin is a
warm bronze, contrasting with the cool blues of the ocean. Te
Kā's fiery orange and red are harsh and aggressive, while Te Fiti's
greens and blues are soothing and life-giving. The color script, a
sequential  series  of  images  that  maps  the  film's  color  arc,  is  a
work of art in itself, showing how the entire movie moves from
the bright warmth of the island to the dark uncertainty of the
deep sea and back to a restored, vibrant world.

TECHNICAL INNOVATION: THE ART OF SIMULATION

The art  of  Moana  was not limited to traditional  drawing and
painting. The film pushed the boundaries of computer animation
in several key areas. The ocean required a custom simulation
system that could handle the complex interplay of waves, foam,
and light. The foliage on the islands was so dense that the team
had to develop new tools to render it efficiently. But perhaps the
most impressive technical achievement was the character of the
ocean itself. The animators developed a system called "splash"
that allowed them to control the water with a level of artistry
usually reserved for hand-drawn animation. This meant that the
ocean could make deliberate, expressive gestures without losing
its sense of realism.
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LEGACY AND INFLUENCE: WHY THE ART ENDURES

Since its release, The Art Of Moana has been celebrated as a
landmark in animation art. The companion book, also titled The
Art of Moana, offers a behind-the-scenes look at the hundreds of
artists  who  contributed  to  the  film.  It  has  inspired  a  new
generation  of  animators  to  think  more  deeply  about  cultural
representation, environmental storytelling, and the marriage of
traditional and digital  techniques. The film's visual language has
influenced theme park attractions, merchandise, and even other
animated films. More importantly,  it  has given the people of the
Pacific  Islands  a  sense  of  pride  and  recognition,  seeing  their
stories and art forms presented with such respect and beauty on
a global stage.

CONCLUSION: A MASTERPIECE OF VISUAL
STORYTELLING

In the end, The Art Of Moana  is  about more than beautiful
pictures. It is about the power of art to connect us to places we
have  never  been  and  cultures  we  may  not  know.  The  film
succeeds because its visuals are not just decoration; they are
storytelling. Every wave, every tattoo, every leaf and shell has a
purpose. The artists at Disney did not just make a movie; they
created a living, breathing world that honors the spirit of Oceania
while pushing the boundaries of what animation can achieve. For
anyone who loves animation, design, or simply great storytelling,
the art of Moana remains an enduring source of inspiration and
wonder.


